Keeping America robust 
a healthy challenge 
for disease- control chief 
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As patients go, Dr. James O. Ma- 
son has a big one. 

Now head of the national Centers 
for Disease Control, the former 
Utah Health Department director 
is charged with keeping a finger on 
the pulse of the entire American 
population, guarding against dis- 
ease and providing impetus for 
Americans to be responsible for 
their own well-being. 

Mason left Utah last December 
to take over as director of the CDC 
after having served in the state de- 
partment for more than four years. 
In a telephone interview from his 
Atlanta offices, he talked about the 
responsibilities of the national post 
and his aspirations for America’s 
health. 

Among his priorities is a more 
concentrated effort to address the 
health care needs of America’s mi- 
nority and ethnic groups. “They 
haven't enjoyed all the advantages 
of other Americans,” he said, citing 
higher infant mortality rates and 
greater incidence of some diseases 
among blacks, Hispanics and other 
groups. 

“We're working with states to 
identify local groups that need as- 
sistance and encouragement to en- 
hance their health,” Mason said. 
The federal agency will provide ex- 


James O. Mason 


pertise, organization and leader- 
ship to the states in developing pro- 
grams to meet specific needs, he 
said. ` 
The grass-roots approach is a 
Mason hallmark. As a Utah state 
department administrator, he also 
worked to bolster local health de- 
partments. It’s part of a philosophy 
that the unit closest to the problém 
can do the best job of resolving it. 
The CDC also is increasing its 
involvement in occupational health 
and safety and in preventive health 
programs, Mason said. The agency 
has responsibility for the National 


Institute of Occupational Safety 
and Health, along with separate 
centers concerned with health pro- 
motion and education, environ- 
mental health, disease surveillance 
and epidemiology, professional de- 
velopment and training, and infec- 
tious diseases. 

Mason’s units have responsibil- 
ity for implementing five of the 15 
goals of the national health policy 
devised under the Carter adminis- 
tration and continued by the Rea- 
gan administration. They also are 
involved peripherally in aspects of 
the other 10 goals, he said. 


The CDC has grown over a peri- 
od of four decades, when its precur- 
sor agency was charged with find- 
ing a way to reduce America’s 
death toll from malaria. (In World 
War II, deaths among military per- 
sonnel in the camps located in the 
southeastern part of the country 
were as serious a problem as com- 
bat deaths, he said. By the time the 
war ended, the malaria scourge 
also had been controlled.) 


With that success behind it, the 
organization was given new re- 
sponsibilities in disease control, 
particularly vector-carried infec- 
tions. The charge has been broad- 
ened through the years, with the 
most recent major reorganization 
in 1978, 
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